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A Practical Study of 2 CORINTHIANS: 

Turning Tough Times into Triumph 

“Using Adversity to Gain an Advantage” 

Study Number Twenty-Three – 2 Corinthians 12:11-21 

The apostle Paul was talking about “visions” and 

“revelations.” He shared that he had the privilege of being 

caught up into the “third heaven” and he saw things that he 

was not permitted to speak of.  

In the latter part of our study Paul said that he was given a 

“thorn” or a stake in his flesh. This was something that he 

was resisting, something that he hated, something that hurt. 

It was there all the time. He described it as a “messenger of 

Satan” to be buffeting him.  

He prayed three times that God would take it away and God 

said “no” all three times. But God also said, “My grace is 

adequate”—and that’s in the present tense. (ref. 2 Corinthians 

12:9) 

With the “thorn” comes adequate grace, no matter what it is 

that comes into our lives. So Paul then says: 

2 Corinthians 12:9 
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Most gladly, therefore, will I rather glory in my infirmities (in 

my weaknesses) that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 

 

And then in our last verse he said: 

 

2 Corinthians 12:10 

 

Therefore, I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, 

with distresses, with persecutions and difficulties on behalf of 

Christ, for when I am weak, then I am strong. 

 

Then we had a basic principle to think about: 

 

God uses PAIN, PEOPLE and PROBLEMS to mold us into the 

image of His Son. 

 

So therefore who are we to question the things He finds 

necessary to make us more like His Son? 

 

Many times the things that come into our lives are the very 

things we resist. They’re the things that we get bitter about. 

They’re the things we get angry about and think God is 

terribly inconsistent. And those are the things we write our 

books about—why do bad things happen to good people?—

when really we don’t need to understand. It’s our heavenly 

Father allowing something for some eternal purpose, if we’ll 

properly respond. 

 

Now the apostle continues—and we can tell the man has an 

exceptional and incredible love for these people. And in these 
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last verses of chapter 12, he really bears his heart. It’s kind of 

like Paul really needed to have them just say, “Hey, I really 

care and I really appreciate you.” But we don’t get a word of 

that in this last part of the chapter. 

 

Dr. Paul Tournier was a Swiss psychiatrist. One of his books 

was called The Listening Ear and in it, when he’s talking on 

the whole realm of communication, he says: 

 

(Acceptance: Loosing the Webs of Personal Insecurity by Don 

Baker) 

 

How beautiful, how grand and liberating the experience is 

when people learn to help each other. It is impossible to 

overemphasize the need [that] humans have to be really 

listened to, to be taken seriously, to be understood. No one can 

develop freely in this world and find a full life without feeling 

understood by at least one person…He who would see himself 

clearly must open up to a confidant freely chosen and worthy 

of such trust. 

p. 44  

 

We just feel that with Paul. There’s a deep loneliness here. 

This feels like nobody cares and nobody is concerned. With 

this thorn in his flesh he talks about the loneliness. 

 

Let’s pick up at verse 11.  

 

v. 11 I have become foolish; you yourselves forced me. 

Actually I should have been commended by you, for 
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in no respect was I inferior to the most eminent 

apostles, even though I am nothing. 

 

“I have become foolish; you yourselves forced me. Actually I 

should have been commended by you, for in no respect was I 

inferior to the most eminent apostles, even though I am 

nothing.” 

 

He’s constantly going back to the fact “I am foolish because 

you’ve forced me to boast and to brag about my ministry. And 

I don’t like doing this, but you have made me bring out my 

credentials and I’m foolish in what I’m doing here, but you 

yourselves [have] forced me.” And then he tells us WHY. 

 

“Actually I should have been commended by you,” 

 

Why is it that the people we’re the closest to we find it’s the 

hardest to commend? Ever wondered about that?  

 

Why is it so easy to say nice things and to forgive everybody 

else that’s not a part of the family, but then it is the hardest 

thing in the world to say one nice thing to our own family? It’s 

almost like when we get home the dial changes from positive 

affirmation to negative criticism.  

 

Paul is saying that: “I should have been commended by you,” 

instead of constantly being criticized. 

 

Remember a few studies ago? They criticized everything he 

wrote, they criticized everything he said, and then they 
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criticized how he looked. What else is there left for a preacher?  

 

He’s gotten nailed on all of them and he says, “I should have 

[at least] been commended by you.” 

 

Now men, is it so tough to affirm our wife and say something 

nice and to be a blessing? Is it so hard to affirm our child and 

say one nice thing?  

 

Paul psychologically is in desperate need of just some words of 

encouragement. We feel this too when he writes the 

Thessalonian epistle.  

 

In 1 Thessalonians 5 he says: 

 

1 Thessalonians 5:11-18 

 

Therefore encourage one another, build up one another, just 

as you also are doing. Btu we request of you, brethren, that 

you appreciate those who diligently labor among you, and 

have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction, and 

that you esteem them very highly in love because of their 

work. Live in peace with one another. And we urge you, 

brethren, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, 

help the weak, be patient with all men. See that no one repays 

another with evil for evil, but always seek after that which is 

good for one another and for all men… 

 

Instead of LOVE and LOYALTY, they LAID HIM LOW by 

criticism.  
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And so he’s coming back to that again as he gets ready to wrap 

up his letter and to tell them how he feels. Now he gives us a 

REASON for why he said that in the next phrase: 

 

“for in no respect was I inferior to the most eminent apostles, 

even though I am nothing.” 

 

These other fellas who’ve come into town have degrees and 

they’ve come with all kinds of pomp and circumstance. Paul 

has come into town and he says, “I came into town and I 

realize I’m a whole lot different, but I am not inferior to any of 

them.” 

 

“even though I am nothing.”—what does he mean by that? 

 

He means that if he’s going to be an instrument for God to 

use, he has to get out of the way and allow God to work 

through his life. 

 

That’s John the Baptist: 

 

“He, Christ, must continually be increasing and I must be 

decreasing.” (ref. John 3:30) 

 

Want God to really use us? Then we have to get out of the 

way. We have to let God use us as a channel—as an 

instrument.  

 

Paul could speak of himself in so many places. He says: 
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“It is a trustworthy statement, deserving full acceptance that 

Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, among 

whom I am the foremost of all.” (ref. 1 Timothy 1:15) 

 

He saw himself as one who was totally deserving of the grace 

of God.  

 

And then in Galatians 6 he says: 

 

Galatians 6:3 

 

For if anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he 

deceives himself. 

 

This is simply a true statement of his humility. And this is the 

thing that keeps him going. 

 

v. 12 Indeed the signs of a true apostle were performed 

among you with every kind of patience, by signs 

and wonders and miracles.  

 

“Indeed the signs of a true apostle were performed among you 

with every kind of patience, by signs and wonders and 

miracles.” 

 

Now people have gotten ahold of this verse and they have 

wreaked havoc with it. Let’s just take a look at it for a minute. 

 

Paul says, “the signs of a true apostle were performed among 
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you.” 

 

Let’s go just that far. The word “true apostle” plays against 

the word “false apostle” that was back in chapter 11. He 

considers himself a “true apostle.” 

 

How did we authenticate an apostle before the Bible was 

complete? Well there was certain ways that an apostle would 

be authenticated in his ministry: 

1. By his gifts and abilities and his talents.  

 

Paul was an incredible teacher of the Word of God. He 

understood the Word of God and he could teach it so people 

understood it. That’s a sign that he really has it together. 

 

Peter makes reference to this when he says: 

 

Acts 2:22 

 

“Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a 

man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and 

signs which God performed, through Him in your midst, just 

as you yourselves also know— 

 

So it was his teaching, his life—but Paul also performed some 

fantastic miracles. He raised a guy from the dead who fell out 

of the third story window when he fell asleep in one of Paul’s 

Bible classes.  

 

He gets bitten in the hand with a snake and he survives that. 
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Now does that mean that God’s going to do that today? We 

have a whole movement called “Signs and Wonders,” which is 

moving into this whole realm of mystical. They’re really 

missing it.  

 

When we try to take something that was for a specific purpose 

and bring it over into this time and make this apply to now, 

we get in trouble. If we follow that out until its logical 

conclusion, then why didn’t we go out this morning and get 

manna for today? Because God ain’t raining manna today. He 

rained manna for the children of Israel while they were in the 

wilderness. Now that’s God! 

 

Then why didn’t we go on and get a little lamb and have our 

burnt offering and our sacrifice? Because Jesus died on the 

Cross! God had a specific purpose in authenticating Paul’s 

ministry by signs and wonders, because the Bible wasn’t 

complete yet. 

 

But now that the Word of God is complete, God has spoken to 

us in these last days through His Son. That’s it. And when the 

revelation is complete, that finishes it. 

 

Hebrews 2:4 

 

God also bearing witness with them, [not with us] both by 

signs and wonders and by various miracles and by gifts of the 

Holy Spirit, according to his own will. 
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And with the passing of the apostles also goes the passing of 

the signs of the apostle. So all Paul is saying is, “While I was 

in Corinth there were proper manifestations of My ministry 

among you.” That’s all. 

 

“I was there as a true apostle, sharing with you. And that was 

authenticated in my ministry with you.” 

 

v. 13 For what is there in which you were treated as 

inferior to the rest of the churches, except that I 

myself did not become a burden to you? Forgive me 

this wrong.  

 

“For what is there in which you were treated as inferior to the 

rest of the churches, except that I myself did not become a 

burden to you? Forgive me this wrong.” 

 

It’s easy in the passage right here, because 23 can just take 

FIVE QUESTIONS—there’s just 5. He’s going to ask five 

questions and then he’s going to give an ANSWER. There’s 

going to be a tad bit of cynicism in some of it. We’re going to 

feel it come out as he says it. 

 

Question #1: 

 

“what is there in which you were treated as inferior to the rest 

of the churches, except that I did not become a burden to you?” 

 

“Did I treat you in Corinth any differently than I treated 

people in Galatia or Thessalonica, Berea or Philippi or any 
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other church? How’d they treat you any differently.”  

 

“Except”—“I never took an offering and I never asked any of 

you for money. That’s the only way. Other people in other 

churches helped so that I could come and minister to you 

Corinthians without asking you for a dime.”  

 

And so he comes back to it again. He says: 

 

“Was I wrong by the fact that I didn’t become a burden to 

you.” 

 

v. 14 Look! This is a third time I am ready to come to 

you, and I will not be a burden to you; for I am not 

seeking what is yours, but you; for children are not 

under moral obligation to be saving up for their 

parents, but the parents for the children.  

 

“Look! This is a third time I am ready to come to you, and I 

will not be a burden to you; for I am not seeking what is yours, 

but you; for children are not under moral obligation to be 

saving up for their parents, but the parents for the children.” 

 

Let’s break that down. 

 

“Look! This is the third time I am ready to come to you,” 

 

Paul says, “You treat me mean, you treat me ugly. You don’t 

like how I look and you don’t like what I write and you don’t 

like what I say, but I’m coming back for more!” Isn’t that 
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great? 

 

We can love somebody unconditionally. We can just keep on 

loving them when they just keep nailing our hide to the wall. 

That is incredible Christianity!  

 

He says, “I’m planning to come back for the third time to see 

y’all here in a little bit. And I want to tell you, when I come 

back this third time I’m not going to change my financial 

policy. I will not be a burden to any of you.” 

 

Notice that next statement, because that is where truth and 

error separate: 

 

“for I will not be a burden to you; for I am not seeking what is 

yours, but you;” 

 

Paul said, “I didn’t come to Corinth to get your possessions, I 

came for people. And the focus of my ministry is on people and 

not on possessions.”  

 

If a man has to come to town and he has to preach and he has 

to take offerings and he has to get money in order to carry on 

a ministry, then watch out what he’s saying. But if his focus in 

coming to town is to touch people’s lives, and that is his only 

motivation, then listen to what he has to say. And that’s what 

Paul says. 

 

“I don’t care about what you have! I care about you! And I 

came for you! To seek you! I’m not affected by your criticism or 
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your opposition. I love you.” 

 

And here’s a great man. He looks at the opportunities before 

him and he’s willing to come back to Corinth and he’s going to 

keep it going just the same way. 

 

Someone said: 

 

“Life is either a tragedy or an opportunity.” 

(source unknown) 

 

That says it, doesn’t it? We can treat things that happen in 

our life as tragedy or as an opportunity. And life is always one 

or the other. And as we take it and as we build on it and as we 

continually go on, God opens up the door and He brings 

blessing. 

 

He says: 

 

“I will not be a burden for you;”—“I love you! Not what you 

have.” 

 

And then he gives us another reason. He says: 

 

“for children are not under moral obligation to be saving up for 

their parents, but the parents for the children.” 

 

J.B. Phillips puts it this way: 

 

It is you I want—not your money. 
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(source unknown) 

 

And then The Living Bible says: 

 

Now I am coming to you again, the third time; and it is still 

not going to cost you anything, for I don’t want your money. I 

want you! 

(source unknown) 

 

And then of course, he goes into this business of: 

 

“children are not under moral obligation to be saving up for 

their parents,” 

 

Why does he use that as an illustration? Paul always 

considered that every person he led to Christ, he was their 

spiritual father and had a special relationship with them. So 

he says, “It’s not right for me to lead you to Jesus and you’re 

my spiritual son and daughter, and for me to turn around and 

to take your possessions. That’s not the way it’s supposed to 

be. I’m supposed to be giving to you.” 

 

And then in Philippians Paul says: 

 

Philippians 2:17 

 

If my life is poured out as upon a drink offering as a sacrifice 

and service for your faith, I joy and rejoice with you all. 

 

When a ministry’s focus is off of people and on possessions, 
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then we have a problem. And Paul says that’s not it. 

 

There are lots of spiritual children in Corinth and Paul says 

this is the way it’s supposed to be anyway. 

 

v. 15 And I will most gladly spend and be spent for your 

souls. If I am loving you the more, am I to be loved 

the less?  

 

“And I will”—WHAT? Begrudgingly? 

 

There it is again ladies and gentlemen. After he got three no’s 

to his prayers, what was it? “Most gladly.” What is it now? 

 

“And I will most gladly spend and be spent for your souls. If I 

am loving you the more, am I to be loved the less?” 

 

“most gladly” 

 

“I delight to spend and be spent for”—WHAT?—“for your 

souls.” 

 

“Your soul is of eternal worth and value and anything that I 

can do to be spent for your soul, I delight in that.” 

 

There are several verses that are strong along that line. Jesus 

says in: 

 

Matthew 10:28 
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“And do not fear those who kill the body, but are unable to kill 

the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul 

and body in hell.” 

 

That’s scary, isn’t it? 

 

Luke 12:19-20 

 

“And I will say unto my soul, ‘Soul, thou hast much goods laid 

up for many years; take thine ease, eat, drink and be merry.’ 

But God said to him, ‘Thou fool! This night thy soul shall be 

required of thee; and who shall those things be?’” 

 

Paul says, “I would do anything for the sake of your souls 

there in Corinth.” 

 

Question #1: 

 

In what way “were you treated as inferior”? 

 

Question #2: 

 

“If I am loving you the more, am I to be loved the less?” 

 

“I keep on loving you more! And the more I love you, the less 

you love me!”  

 

That’s hard to take. 

 

Here’s a cute story. A mother came down one morning and at 
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the table her little fledging businessman son had a note by her 

plate that said: 

 

(Expository Studies in 2 Corinthians: Power Out of Weakness 

by Ray C. Stedman) 

 

  Mowing the lawn  $2.00 

  Drying the dishes  $1.00 

  Raking leaves   $3.00 

  Cleaning garage   $4.00 

  -------------------------------------------- 

  Total    $10.00 owed 

 

[It’s an invoice for all of his labor. Well that night when he got 

to dinner he had a little invoice:] 

 

  Ironing [your] clothes  nothing 

  Mending [your] socks  nothing 

  Cooking [your] meals  nothing 

  Bandaging [your] cuts nothing 

  Baking cookies   nothing 

  ---------------------------------------------- 

Underneath it said:    Love, Mother 

p. 216 (adapted) 

 

That’s the way it is. We’re motivated by that out of love. And 

Paul says, “I keep on loving you more and am I to be loved the 

less?” 

 

What is love anyway?  
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Ludlow Porch’s definition of love is great: 

 

(A View from the Porch by Ludlow Porch) 

 

 Love is sitting up together all night in the hospital 

waiting room praying to God the doctor can break the baby’s 

fever. 

 Love is fixing her favorite meal when you are as tired as 

she is. 

 Love is the feeling you get watching your son get his first 

haircut. 

 Love is when she walks by your chair and touches the top 

of your head. 

 Love is when you enjoy her beating you at Scrabble. 

 Love is looking into her eyes while Sinatra sings 

“Yesterday.” 

 Love is the smell of baby powder. 

 Love is bringing her flowers when it’s not a special 

occasion. 

 Love is enjoying watching her sleep. 

 Love doesn’t mean never having to say you’re sorry; it 

means being able to say you’re sorry and mean it. 

p. 66  

 

He kind of hits it, doesn’t he? Why is it that the people we give 

ourselves to the most actually act like they love us less 

because of it? And Paul says that’s the frustration that he has 

in Corinth. 
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Joe Aldrich was the president of Multnomah School of the 

Bible and he wrote a book called Love For All Your Worth and 

in it he says: 

 

(Love For All Your Worth by Joseph C. Aldrich) 

 

 Why do we find love slipping away from our 

relationships? Why do we sometimes feel like last year’s 

model? Why do we find ourselves overlooking the precious 

value of others? Could it be that our own self-centeredness has 

distorted our perception of true value? Perhaps our own 

fingerprints have smudged the lenses. Perhaps we have lost 

some value in the sight of other’s.We’ve slipped, we’ve 

changed, we’ve become negligent, forgetful, and 

unappreciative. Our “loved one”… have found new loves. 

 Why? Why do we abandon that which was previously 

valued and neglect that which has obvious value? Certainly 

one reason is that whatever we value is ultimately that which 

in some way meets a need. A bus company captured this truth 

in an ad campaign not long ago. The ad caption read: 

 

 When You Deal in Basic Needs, 

  You’re Always Needed. 

 

 Why are you needed? Because you meet basic needs. We 

all need love, security, acceptance, esteem, significance, and 

beauty. We need meaningful and intimate fellowship. We need 

to know and be known. We need to be needed, to belong. God 

himself said, “It is not good for man to be alone.” 

 But what happens? We make a contribution to family 
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needs, we cook meals, clean house, bring home the bacon, 

sacrifice out time for others, drive carpools, go to soccer 

games, and yet…feel used and unappreciated. What has gone 

wrong, what is so obviously missing that we exploit and are 

exploited, that we care and [we] are crushed. That we give and 

are taken? Why do we find ourselves becoming less lovable 

and less valuable? 

pp. 30-31  

 

Paul says, “I demonstrate by my sacrifices and my consistent 

caring for you, and it seems like the more I do the less you 

love me!” He’s frustrated by that.  

 

We get to Question #3 here in verse 16. 

 

v. 16 But be that as it may, I did not burden you myself; 

nevertheless, being crafty, I took you in by deceit.  

 

“But be that as it may, I did not burden you myself; 

nevertheless, being crafty, I took you in by deceit.” 

 

Now that’s what some of them have been saying about him so 

he brings it out there. 

 

Question #3 is in verse 17: 

 

v. 17 Certainly of those whom I have sent to you, there 

was not one through whom I took advantage of you, 

was there?  
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“Certainly of those whom I have sent to you, there was not one 

through whom I took advantage of you, was there?” 

 

Now he sent at least five or six guys to the Corinthian church.  

 

1. He sent TITUS, 

 

2. he sent LUKE—Dr. Luke, 

 

3. TROPHIMUS, 

 

4. TIMOTHY went there, 

 

5. SILAS was with him on the second journey, and 

 

6. APOLLOS was there. 

 

And he says, “Of everybody I’ve sent you, nobody took 

advantage of you did they? That’s his next question. 

 

In other words, there was no one who came to town to take 

advantage of them. What does that tell us? That tells us that 

it is possible to go to town and take advantage of somebody.  

 

And he says, “None of my guys did that, did they?”—in 

Question #3.  

 

Now Questions 4 and 5 are in verse 18. 
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v. 18 I urged Titus to go, and sent the brother with him. 

Titus did not take any advantage of you, did he? 

Did we not conduct ourselves in the same spirit and 

walk in the same steps?  

 

“I urged Titus to go, and I sent the brother with him.”—

somebody that’s not named—“Titus did not take any 

advantage of you, did he?”—Question #4. 

 

Question #5: 

 

“Did we not conduct ourselves in the same spirit and walk in 

the same steps?” 

 

Yes.  

 

“We walked in the presence of the Holy Spirit and there was 

no greed. There was no personal motivation in that which we 

did when we came to town.” 

 

v. 19 For a long time you are thinking that it is to you I 

am presenting my verbal defense. In the sight of 

God in Christ we are speaking; but all the things, 

beloved, are for your upbuilding.  

 

“For a long time you are thinking that it is to you I am 

presenting my verbal defense. In the sight of God in Christ we 

are speaking; but all the things, beloved, are for your 

upbuilding.” 
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“If you’re thinking that I’m trying to defend myself before you, 

you’ve got another thing coming. Because the only person I 

have to defend myself before is God Himself.” 

 

2 Timothy 2:15 

 

Study to show yourself approved unto God, a workman that 

needs not to be ashamed. 

 

“So the things I’m saying are not a verbal defense necessarily 

to you, because I don’t have to defend my ministry. God is the 

one who’s going to take care of that.” 

 

“In the sight of God in Christ we are speaking;” 

 

But he tells us one last thing: 

 

“all the things, beloved, are for your upbuilding.” 

 

“The only motivation to come to town was to help save your 

souls. And the only reason we stayed there for 18 months and 

preached faithfully was for your personal upbuilding. That’s 

the only reason we were there and we did it all for you.” 

 

If someone is trying to build us up and help us, what are the 

things that they would do for us? THREE THINGS: 

 

1. He would help us in our SPIRITUAL WALK. In other 

words, he would share things with us that could help us grow 

spiritually. 
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2. He would strengthen us by the teaching that he would 

give to help us in our SERVICE for Him. 

 

3. He would be involved in EDIFYING the members of the 

body of Christ. In other words, he would be encouraging 

everyone and edifying and building them up as a part and 

parcel of his ministry. 

 

Now when we get to verse 20, we get to some rugged 

statements.  

 

v. 20 For I am fearing that perhaps, having come, I may 

find you to be not what I am wishing and I may be 

found by you to be not what you are wishing; that 

perhaps there may be strife, jealousy, outbursts of 

anger, outbreaks of selfishness, slanders, gossips, 

inflated egos, disturbances;  

 

“For I am fearing that perhaps, having come, I may find you to 

be not what I am wishing and I may be found by you to be not 

what you are wishing; that perhaps there may be strife, 

jealousy, outbursts of anger, outbreaks of selfishness, 

slanders, gossips, inflated egos, and disturbances;” 

 

Now that verse kind of goes a long way around the bush to get 

it. And the Greek text sometimes does that and The Living 

Bible can capture the whole thing in about a sentence. This is 

the way it says it: 
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I am afraid that when I come to visit you I won’t like what I 

find, and then you won’t like the way I will have to act.  

(source unknown) 

 

That says it pretty well, doesn’t it?  

 

“I am afraid that when I come home, I’m going to find some 

things I don’t like and you kids ain’t going to like the way I’m 

going to have to act because of what I found that you didn’t do 

that I asked you to do.” And he’s saying, basically that’s it. 

And then he tells us all the things that he’s afraid he’s going 

to find. 

 

Now in verse 20 he says “I am fearing” and then in verse 21 he 

says “I am afraid.” 

 

Now what is it that he is “fearing”? 

 

In interpersonal relationships there are going to be these 

things. We can always tell when God’s blessing is absent 

among a group of believers because it’ll hit interpersonal 

relationships. All eight of these words have to do with the 

relationships we have with each other.  

 

Probably the number one problem among Christians is 

interpersonal relationships. When we really get down to the 

bottom line, it’s being able to really love and really care for 

one another. To have an in-depth relationship with somebody 

we can trust, somebody we can enjoy, someone we can 

encourage, someone we can edify.  
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Old Ludlow Porch talks about the stress of relationships. He’d 

gotten so mad at people he decided that he was going to try to 

have a relationship with a computer. And this is what he says: 

 

(A View from the Porch by Ludlow Porch) 

 

 I live kinda out of town, and my bank was about the last 

one to get instant all-night tellers. But I was sure glad to get 

my card in the mail. It was called Maurice, the Money Man, 

and boy! Was I proud to get my Maurice card. 

 I went down to the bank to take out some money the first 

night, just to see how it worked. 

 I put my Maurice card in and punched my magic number. 

The little screen lighted up and said, “Hey, Luddy. How’s your 

mama n’ ‘em?” 

 I punched in, “Not bad, Maurice. How you been?” 

 “Fine, thanks. Can I help you?” 

 I punched in that I wanted to take out $200. 

 Maurice lighted up and said, “What you trying to pull, fat 

boy? You ain’t had a $200 balance in your life. Shove off or I’ll 

call a cop!” 

 I should have known there ain’t no way to have a 

meaningful relationship with a computer. 

p. 49  

 

One of the hardest things is described by Gordon MacDonald 

in his book If Those Who Reach Could Touch. He says: 
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(If Those Who Reach Could Touch by Gail and Gordon 

MacDonald) 

 

 When we are not transparent with one another in our 

relationships, people fall victim to an unrealistic, 

unwholesome view of true humanity. Because the windows 

are shaded over, we begin to treat each other on the basis of 

serious distortions. Take, for example, the words of a woman 

who once wrote to Bruce Larson: 

 

My husband is a much-beloved church leader, praised 

and admired. Doctors tell me he is psychotic, a very sick 

man. When you see the one you love so much turning 

bitterly hostile, drawing further and further away in a 

shell of loneliness, yet still teaching all the truth, there is 

a continuing grief that cannot be expressed. 

 

Every attempt at help is blocked. Every expression of 

love is interpreted in the wrong way. And all the while his 

Christian friends admire and praise him and force him 

further and further into his prison of loneliness, where 

any admission of fault or failure becomes so threatening 

that it seems to mean destruction. 

p. 37  

 

Paul says, “I’m going to tell you. When I get to Corinth I’m 

scared. There are eight things that I’m afraid I’m going to 

find.” 

 

Let’s take a look at them just for a second. They are all works 
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of the flesh, by the way. 

 

Galatians 5 describe them.  

 

Galatians 5:19-21 

 

Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are: immorality, 

impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, 

jealousy, outburst of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, 

envyings, drunkenness, carousings, and things like these, of 

which I forewarn you just as I have forewarned you that those 

who practice such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God. 

 

And here they are in different list: 

 

1. “strife”—what’s that? Discord, contention—the four 

groups that they’re divided into that are probably 

characteristic of what’s going on there. 

 

2. “jealousy”—that’s envy for what somebody else has. 

 

3. “outbursts of anger”—this means that they keep stuffing 

it down and piling it in and all of a sudden the pressure from 

within exceeds that from without. And then PHEW! away it 

blows! And there’s an outburst of anger and explosion. 

 

Now that’s one of the most detrimental things to the physical 

body that can happen—to have those kinds of things take 

place. 
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S. I. McMillen in None of These Diseases said: 

 

(None of These Diseases by S.I. McMillen, M.D.) 

 

 I received much inspiration for this chapter from Dale 

Carnegie’s account of a trip to Yellowstone Park and a visit to 

the place when the grizzly bears are fed. He did not have to 

wait long before a grizzly bear came into a clearing where 

garbage had been dumped to entice him. The guide told the 

group that the grizzly bear can whip any animal in the West 

with the possible exceptions of the buffalo and Kodiak bear. 

That night, as Dale Carnegie sat with the other tourists in the 

bleachers, he noticed that there was only one animal the 

grizzly would allow to eat with him—[and it was] a skunk. Of 

course, the grizzly could have won in any fight with a skunk. 

He resented the skunk and yearned to get even with him for 

his brazen impudence. But he didn’t. Why? Because he knew 

there would be the high cost of getting even. 

[And then he goes on to say:] 

 Smart grizzly! Certainly much smarter than many human 

beings who spend weary days and sleepless nights brooding 

over their resentments and trying to hatch ways to squelch 

someone. Man doesn’t ever seem to learn that the high cost of 

getting even may be toxic goiter, strokes of apoplexy, and fatal 

heart attacks. 

pp. 67-68  

 

All of them seem to fit together to create all kinds of physical 

phenomena and then all of a sudden we explode. 
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Betty Chase wrote this piece. She says when handling 

children, the very same thing could happen. What really hurts 

our children the most? She had this list of words: 

 

(Discipline Them, Love Them by Betty N. Chase) 

 

yelling 

embarrassing or ridiculing 

ignoring [your] child; … 

disciplining or striking child in anger 

not caring for [your] child’s needs… 

impatience 

lack of sensitivity 

using a harsh tone of voice 

name-calling 

too many rules; … 

pretending to be perfect 

lying to a child; … 

overreacting 

overprotecting 

not respecting privacy 

demanding perfection; … 

falsely accusing; … 

teasing 

disciplining in front of others 

parental fighting; … 

interrupting 

inconsistency 

failing to discipline… 

inflexibility 
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punishment which is unjust, … 

p. 17  

 

And she has a whole list of things that can happen to cause 

children to become bitter and to be deeply hurt. 

 

How does a minister handle resentment and frustration?  

 

Edward Bratcher wrote a book to ministers called The Walk-

On-Water Syndrome. They’re supposed to be so miraculous 

that they walk on water and they’re perfect. He says this: 

 

(The Walk-On-Water Syndrome by Edward B. Bratcher) 

 

 An example of the stress situation that leads to anger [to 

a minister] is being “on call” seven days a week, twenty-four 

hours a day. The telephone rings. The familiar voice of a 

church member says, “I hate to call you at home and on your 

day off, but Mr. Jones has had a heart attack and is in 

intensive care. I thought you would want to know.” What can 

a minister say? He is glad that someone has taken the 

initiative to call him, so he can’t get angry at the person who 

called. He can’t get angry at Mr. Jones for having a heart 

attack. But the minister is angry, and rightfully so. The stress 

of being called on his only day off makes him angry. But there 

is no one to whom he can vent his anger. So he keeps it bottled 

up and silently prays for help. 

p. 29  
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Neil Clark Warren wrote a book Making Anger Your Ally and 

he says: 

 

(Make Anger Your Ally by Neil Clark Warren) 

 

 Explosions from the mouth, whether they are part of a 

hit-and-run action or a long, brutal beating with words, ought 

to be labeled for what they are: “Aggression—Dangerous to 

Any Important Relationship...” 

p. 43  

 

Someone said: 

 

“Anger is the wind that blows out the lamp of the mind.” 

(source unknown) 

 

And such is the case. 

 

4. “outbreaks of selfishness”—We see that all the time, don’t 

we?  

 

5. “slanders,”—this is when we criticize somebody and we 

communicate the put-down for him. 

 

6. “gossips,”—this is whispering little words of secret gossip 

and tale-bearing behind people’s backs.  

 

Isn’t that interesting? There’s an Arabian poem that’s called 

“Three Gates” that’ll stop gossip: 
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(Criticizing by William J. Diehm) 

 

 If you are tempted to reveal 

 A tale to you someone has told 

 About another, make it pass, 

 Before you speak, three gates of gold. 

 

 Such narrow gates: First, “Is it true?” 

 Then, “Is it needful?” In your mind 

 Give truthful answer. And the next 

 Is last and narrowest, “Is it kind?” 

 

 And if to reach your lips at last 

 It passes through these gateways three, 

 Then you may tell the tale, nor fear 

 What the result of speech may be. 

pp. 112-13  

 

7. “inflated egos,”—being puffed up or superior. 

 

8. “disturbances;” 

 

Paul says, “When I get to town, that’s what I’m afraid of what 

I’m going to find.” 

 

Florence Littauer has this trilogy on the typical church which 

makes a great point: 
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(How to Get Along with Difficult People by Florence Littauer) 

 

 Sam Sermon means well and has charisma in the pulpit, 

but he has no idea how to pull this group together and he’s 

sick of hearing of how Past-Pastor Paul Perfect did it right. 

 Marvin Music is a creative composer and choir director, 

but he’s inflexible and frequently depressed with the difficult 

people. 

 Sister Sally Spiritual knows her Scripture, but the 

congregation is tired of her dropping a verse onto every 

passing person. 

 Joyce Judging is brilliant at the organ and has taken 

every seminar ever given, but she makes people nervous when 

she looks them up and down and sighs. 

 Bob Bossy has everyone impressed and intimidated. He 

seems to be doing things right, but right is unpopular. 

 Debbie Depressed keeps coming to church and seeking 

counsel, but she’s no happier now than she was five years ago. 

 Harriet Hurry’s in charge of many committees, but no one 

knows what she’s really like underneath. 

 Martha Martyr is willing, available, and dutiful, but 

people are tired of her testimony and tawdry tales and wish 

she could do one thing without looking for credit. 

 Larry Lazy is lovable, but he doesn’t want to get involved 

and is critical of those who do. 

 Winnie Witness is so eager for converts that people flee 

when they see her coming. 

 Joe Jock is handsome and athletic, but he’s totally 

absorbed in himself and his body. 

 Gloria Gossip is friendly to everyone, but what goes in 
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[one] ear [and] comes out her mouth. 

 Gilda Guilt is creative, but she’s constantly angling for 

control. 

 Gertrude Grudge has a good memory for details, but if 

you’ve ever wronged her, watch out! 

 How can we ever get along with these difficult people? 

p. 35-36  

 

Paul’s saying that. He says, “I’m scared when I come to town, 

I’m going to find some things I don’t like so I’m going to have 

to act like you don’t want me to act in order to get things 

right.” 

 

And then the last thing he says in verse 21—look at that. 

 

v. 21 I am afraid that having come again, my God may 

humiliate me before you, and I may mourn over 

many of those who have sinned previously and did 

not repent of the impurity and immorality and 

sensuality which they practiced.  

 

“I am afraid that having come again, my God may humiliate 

me before you, and I may mourn over many of those who have 

sinned previously and did not repent of the impurity and 

immorality and sensuality which they practiced.” 

 

He says, “One of the big things that really scares me is when I 

get to Corinth I’m going to find some people who went through 

the motions and said they repented of what they did, but they 

really didn’t mean it.” 
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That tells us friends, it’s possible to act like we’re repentant 

and we really don’t mean it. It’s so easy to get involved in 

things that are wrong in our lives and then slip in and out of it 

without true, genuine, broken, New Testament repentance. 

 

We can go through circumstances where maybe we’ve been in 

an affair for years or something like that, and then we can 

just say, “Oh please forgive me. I’ve been found out. I want 

forgiveness.” And then tomorrow everything’s going to be 

perfect.  

 

Genuine repentance—we want an instant fix. And Paul says, 

“I’m afraid I’m going to come to town, I’m going to find some of 

these carnal Corinthians who’ve been involved in the sex-

saturated society, been involved in these things and they slip 

in and out of this and there’s not genuine repentance.” 

 

If we have really repented—and this is the right thing—

repentance brings RESTORATION—and we have to do that. 

And that’s what Paul wants to do but he’s afraid he’s not going 

to find it. 

 

If we have genuinely repented of a thing: 

 

1. We make CONFESSION of it. And that’s the key thing. 

 

We acknowledge this, we’ve done it, it’s wrong and we want it 

to be right. We make a confession of it. 
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2. We FORSAKE the sin—literally cut it off.  

 

If it’s an affair that’s going on or has been going on, it is cut off 

immediately. There is absolutely no contact. No telephone 

calls, no letters, no cards, no convenient meetings. It is 

forsaken before God, a clean cut. 

 

3. There’s RESTITUTION where necessary—if it means 

going to our mate or to someone else and dealing with this 

thing and understanding the feelings, the hurt and the 

rejection. 

 

4. There is a WALK WITH GOD that involves prayer, the 

Word of God and fellowship with other believers. 

 

There’s a walk with God that involves prayer, the Word of God 

and fellowship with other believers.  

 

“Okay, I’ve been caught in the situation. Now that I’ve made 

confession, I’ve made it right, I want people to see I’ve got a 

deep hunger for the Word of God. I want people to see that I 

am prayerful. I want people to see in my life that I am 

walking in fellowship with the Lord Jesus.” 

 

That’s critical. 

 

And then the last one’s the biggest one: 

 

5. An attitude of DEPENDENCE upon God and other 

believers ought to be made clear. 
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Our attitude of dependence upon other believers—in other 

words, we’re teachable. We will come to our brothers and 

sisters in Christ and say, “I need you.” And we say, “Teach me, 

help me, meet my needs.”  

 

Some of those things are glaringly absent in what we’re seeing 

nowadays. When we take those five things, then we think we 

have a picture of repentance.  

 

Then what are we supposed to do? It’s time to have the 

Prodigal Son dinner. It’s time to welcome home the son. It’s 

time to forget the past and get on with the future and rejoice 

in forgiveness and come to the point of restoration. 

 

All of this leads to that. And Paul is just fearful that when he 

gets to town, he’s going to find some people who really haven’t 

actually repented of circumstances or sin in their lives. 

 

Now the lessons we got out of our study are the following: 

 

Lesson #1: It is our responsibility to commend and not to 

criticize one another. 

 

Lesson #2: The apostle saw himself as nothing. 

 

Lesson #3: The apostle was wanting and waiting for a 

response from the Corinthians. 
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He was wanting and waiting for a response and he got a 

callous, cold, critical indifference. 

 

Lesson #4: Paul kept himself financially free from the 

Corinthians. 

 

Lesson #5: Paul’s focus of his ministry was on the person and 

not on the possessions. 

 

Lesson #6: Everything Paul did in Corinth was for the 

Corinthians. 

 

Paul kept himself financially free from the Corinthians. 

 

Lesson #7: When the works of the flesh are among us, the 

Spirit cannot bless. 

 

And that’s those ugly words. And God’s not going to bless 

while that stuff is in us and around us. It’s got to be dealt 

with. 

 

Lesson #8: Real repentance must precede restoration. 

 

Then it’s time once we see the fruit of repentance. 

 

Lesson #9: God uses pain, people, and problems to mold us 

into the image of His Son. 

 

Dr. David Needham in a book called Close to His Majesty 

describes a picture of God: 
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(Close to His Majesty by David C. Needham with Larry Libby) 

 

 Our home is on a hillside a few blocks from an elementary 

school. When our son Greg was attending the school, my wife 

Mary Jo occasionally would look down to the school 

playground to see if she could spot her little boy. It was not too 

difficult to pick him out among all those little bodies scurrying 

about. Sometimes when she looked, suddenly she would see 

among hundreds of children one little hand raised high, 

waving toward the house. Because of the glare on the 

windows, it was impossible for Greg to see her from the 

playground, but he simply assumed his mom was there and 

would be waving back. How often, she wondered, had he 

waved when she was not there? 

 Child of God, do we even begin to comprehend that 

whenever we wave toward home, God [always] waves back? 

His face is always our way! 

 But God does not share this relationship with everyone. 

His face will not be toward the one who rejects His grace and 

spurns His love. Cain, with willful determination, walked 

away from the face of God. There was no longer any 

relationship. And the destiny of all who reject Christ, 

according to 2 Thessalonians 1:9, is to ultimately be removed 

from the face of God…forever. There will be no hope of any 

relationship. Never, in all eternity, will God [ever] look their 

way again. 

 That is hell. 

pp. 56-57  
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Father, if there’s someone that realizes You’re knocking on 

their heart’s door. We pray that they’ll open the door and let 

You come in and find the joy and the thrill of a personal 

relationship with You. Father, we just cannot comprehend 

what eternity would be like if we continue to spurn what You 

desire. Thank You that You’re looking our way right now and 

You’re waving. You’re waving us to consider coming home. 

Father, we just pray that we can encourage one another, 

affirm one another and look forward to that glorious day when 

we’re going to see You as You are and know that all of this 

was worthwhile because in the process You were making us 

like Your Son. For it’s in Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 
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A Practical Study of 2 CORINTHIANS: 

 

Turning Tough Times into Triumph 

 

“Using Adversity to Gain an Advantage” 

 

Study Number Twenty-Three – 2 Corinthians 12:11-21 

 

            NOTES 
v. 11 I have become foolish; you yourselves forced me. Actually I 

should have been commended by you, for in no respect was I 

inferior to the most eminent apostles, even though I am nothing. 

v. 12 Indeed the signs of a true apostle were performed among you 

with every kind of patience, by signs and wonders and miracles. 

v. 13 For what is there in which you were treated as inferior to the 

rest of the churches, except that I myself did not become a burden 

to you? Forgive me this wrong. 

v. 14 Look! This is a third time I am ready to come to you, and I 

will not be a burden to you; for I am not seeking what is yours, but 

you; for children are not under moral obligation to be saving up for 

their parents, but the parents for the children. 

v. 15 And I will most gladly spend and be spent for your souls. If I 

am loving you the more, am I to be loved the less? 

v. 16 But be that as it may, I did not burden you myself; 

nevertheless, being crafty, I took you in by deceit. 

v. 17 Certainly of those whom I have sent to you, there was not one 

through whom I took advantage of you, was there? 

v. 18 I urged Titus to go, and sent the brother with him. Titus did 

not take any advantage of you, did he? Did we not conduct 

ourselves in the same spirit and walk in the same steps? 

v. 19 For a long time you are thinking that it is to you I am 

presenting my verbal defense. In the sight of God in Christ we are 

speaking; but all the things, beloved, are for your upbuilding. 

v. 20 For I am fearing that perhaps, having come, I may find you 

to be not what I am wishing and I may be found by you to be not 

what you are wishing; that perhaps there may be strife, jealousy, 

outbursts of anger, outbreaks of selfishness, slanders, gossips, 

inflated egos, disturbances; 
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            NOTES 
v. 21 I am afraid that having come again, my God may humiliate 

me before you, and I may mourn over many of those who have 

sinned previously and did not repent of the impurity and 

immorality and sensuality which they practiced. 

 

 

 

QUESTIONS: 

 

1. Read 2 Corinthians 12:11-21 and in your own words pull 

out the main thought of this passage. 

 

 

 

 

 

2. How does Paul feel about the Corinthians’ attitude toward 

him, according to verse 11? 

 

 

 

 

3. What signs of a true apostle were demonstrated among the 

Corinthians, according to verse 12? 

 

 

 

 

  

C
opyright ©

 2025 by Bible Teaching R
esources by D

on Anderson M
inistries. The author's teacher notes incorporate quoted,  

paraphrased and sum
m

arized m
aterial from

 a variety of sources, all of w
hich have been appropriately credited to the best of our ability.  

Q
uotations particularly reside w

ithin the realm
 of fair use. It is the nature of teacher notes to contain references that m

ay prove difficult to accurately 
attribute. Any use of m

aterial w
ithout proper citation is unintentional. Teacher notes have been com

piled by G
enevieve M

artin. 



44 

 

4. What is Paul seeking, according to verse 14? 

 

 

 

 

5. What commitment does Paul make to the Corinthians, 

according to verse 15? 

 

 

 

 

6. Before whom is Paul making his defense, according to  

verse 19? 

 

 

 

 

7. What is Paul’s fear, according to verse 20? 

 

 

 

 

8. What is Paul fearing, according to verse 21? 
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9. What verse in the study has meant the most to you? 

 

 

 

 

10. What lesson have you learned from this study? 

 

 

 

 

 

LESSONS FROM THE PASSAGE: 

 

What are some of the lessons we can learn from this particular 

study? 

 

LESSON #1: It is our responsibility to commend and not be 

criticizing one another. 

 

LESSON #2: The apostle saw himself as nothing. 

 

LESSON #3: The apostle was wanting and waiting for a 

response from the Corinthians, and instead received 

callous, cold, critical indifference. 

 

LESSON #4: Paul kept himself financially free from the 

Corinthians. 

 

LESSON #5: Paul’s focus was on the person and not the 

possessions. 
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LESSON #6: Everything Paul did in Corinth was for the 

Corinthians. 

 

LESSON #7: When the works of the flesh are among us, the 

Spirit cannot bless. 

 

LESSON #8: Real repentance must precede restoration. 

 

LESSON #9: God uses pain, people, and problems to mold us 

into the image of His Son. 
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